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Abstract—Quick Commerce (QC) is reshaping India’s 

retail landscape through its promise of delivering 

groceries and daily essentials within 10–30 minutes. This 

paper integrates multiple analyses to present a unified 

assessment of the QC ecosystem. It explores the 

emergence and operational foundations of dark stores, 

the rapid growth of QC in India, the consumer behavior 

patterns that fuel this expansion, the competitive 

strategies of leading platforms, and the strategic role QC 

now plays for consumer brands. The analysis reveals that 

hyperlocal dark stores serve as the engine of instant 

delivery, while the broader market has evolved into an 

oligopoly driven by high execution capabilities and 

economies of scale. Although QC faces operational and 

financial challenges, it is rapidly transitioning into a 

broader instant e-commerce model that is poised to 

permanently reshape India’s retail value chain. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

India’s retail ecosystem has undergone a profound 

transformation with the rise of Quick Commerce 

(QC), a business model built on the promise of 

delivering household essentials within minutes. 

Initially, many observers questioned the sustainability 

of such rapid delivery services, raising concerns 

regarding the economics of speed, the realistic size of 

the addressable market, and whether Indian consumers 

truly needed instant gratification for everyday 

purchases. Yet, QC defied these doubts, evolving from 

a pandemic-era experiment into a lasting consumer 

habit. 

At the centre of this transformation lies a unique, 

largely invisible innovation: the dark store. These 

hyperlocal, delivery-only micro-fulfillment centers 

have quietly become the physical and operational 

backbone of the instant retail revolution. 

Understanding the rise of QC therefore requires an 

understanding of how dark stores function, why they 

are so effective, and how they integrate into India’s 

rapidly evolving consumption landscape. 

 

II. DARK STORES: THE HIDDEN ENGINE OF 

INSTANT RETAIL 

 

A dark store resembles a supermarket stripped of 

everything designed for walk-in shoppers. Instead of 

wide aisles, intuitive product displays, and checkout 

counters, dark stores are built entirely around speed 

and operational precision. They are typically located 

deep within busy neighborhoods, often in back lanes 

or commercial complexes, chosen not for visibility but 

for closeness to the customer. 

Inside, the environment feels more like a compact 

warehouse than a retail store. Shelves are arranged 

tightly, with every inch of space optimized so that 

pickers can reach products in the shortest possible 

time. Whereas a neighbourhood kirana may stock 

around a thousand to fifteen hundred items, dark stores 

often carry over six thousand, giving customers a 

breadth of choice that traditional stores cannot match. 

With staff deployed in shifts, these stores can operate 

round the clock, enabling platforms to fulfil urgent 

early-morning requests or late-night restocking needs 

that offline shops cannot accommodate. 

Dark stores do not operate in isolation. They form the 

last link in a two-tiered supply chain powered by larger 

“mother warehouses” situated at city outskirts. These 

central warehouses sometimes spanning more than a 

hundred thousand square feet receive shipments from 

brands and distributors. From here, inventory is 

dispatched to the network of dark stores across the 

city, often multiple times a day, ensuring that high-

demand items are always available. This arrangement 

allows QC platforms to combine the advantages of 

centralised bulk procurement with the responsiveness 

of decentralised neighbourhood distribution. 
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III. THE DARK STORE MODEL: 

INFRASTRUCTURE FOR HYPERLOCAL SPEED 

 

Dark stores operate as the technological and logistical 

backbone of India’s Quick Commerce ecosystem. 

Rather than being designed as spaces for customers to 

browse, they function as compact, delivery-only 

supermarkets, carefully positioned within dense urban 

neighbourhoods to ensure proximity to consumers. 

Typically spanning 2,500 to 4,000 square feet, these 

stores are engineered to support rapid picking, 

packing, and dispatch, enabling fulfilment at speeds 

impossible for traditional retail outlets. 

The physical layout of a dark store reflects this 

obsession with efficiency. Located within a two- to 

three-kilometre radius of the households they serve, 

they often sit quietly in commercial blocks or behind 

busy streets, chosen for logistical advantage rather 

than visibility. Inside, narrow aisles and densely 

packed shelving minimise the distance pickers must 

travel. Every element from shelf height to aisle 

arrangement is designed to shave seconds off the 

order-picking process. Unlike kirana stores, which 

may stock a thousand to fifteen hundred products, dark 

stores frequently hold inventories exceeding six 

thousand SKUs, allowing them to offer consumers a 

far broader range of items. Since operations run 

through rotating shifts, many dark stores can function 

throughout the day and night, fulfilling demands that 

arise at any hour. 

These dark stores are not standalone units; rather, they 

operate within a sophisticated two-tier supply chain. 

At the top of this system sit large mother warehouses, 

often covering anywhere between 20,000 and 175,000 

square feet, strategically located at the outskirts of the 

city. These warehouses act as the central hubs, 

receiving bulk shipments from brands and distributors 

before redistributing inventory to neighbourhood dark 

stores. Replenishment happens once or even twice a 

day, ensuring that stock levels remain stable and that 

high-demand items are always readily available. This 

structure allows Quick Commerce companies to 

combine the benefits of centralised procurement such 

as stronger bargaining power and reduced costs with 

the responsiveness of decentralised fulfilment. 

Once a customer places an order, a finely tuned 

operational workflow comes into motion. The system 

instantly identifies the nearest dark store with the 

required inventory and directs the request there. Inside 

the store, a picker receives a digital picking route that 

guides them through the aisles in the most efficient 

sequence. Items are collected, scanned, and packed in 

well under ninety seconds. Meanwhile, a delivery rider 

is automatically dispatched so that they arrive at the 

store precisely as the order is sealed. This careful 

synchronization linking inventory systems, picker 

movements, and rider logistics allows Quick 

Commerce platforms to consistently deliver within the 

promised ten- to thirty-minute window. 

Through this architecture, dark stores have become the 

core infrastructure enabling hyperlocal speed. They 

represent the intersection of technology, logistics, and 

behavioural insight, forming the foundation upon 

which India’s Quick Commerce revolution continues 

to build. 

 

IV. INSIDE THE OPERATIONS: HOW A 10-

MINUTE ORDER HAPPENS 

 

To an end consumer, the experience is seamless: open 

an app, select items, place an order, and receive the 

delivery moments later. Behind this simplicity lies an 

elaborate choreography. When an order is placed, the 

system instantly assigns it to the nearest dark store. A 

picker inside the store receives the list on a handheld 

device that calculates the fastest route through the 

aisles, guiding them shelf by shelf. 

In a well-run store, a picker can collect, scan, and pack 

an order of six items in less than ninety seconds. As 

this happens, the system automatically alerts a 

delivery rider, who typically arrives just in time to 

collect the sealed bag. The tight synchronization 

between warehouse operations and last-mile delivery 

ensures that the customer’s doorbell rings within 

minutes. 

Such efficiency demands disciplined economics. 

Setting up a new dark store requires an investment of 

roughly eight to nine million rupees, covering 

equipment, refrigeration, inventory, and deposits. 

Once operational, costs are largely fixed rent, staff 

wages, and utilities making high order density crucial. 

Mature dark stores processing around 1,400 orders per 

day achieve a per-order operating cost of 

approximately twenty-two rupees, a number that 

continues to improve as order volumes grow. This 

high throughput also translates into exceptional real 

estate productivity: leading QC platforms generate 
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nearly twice the revenue per square foot achieved by 

some of India’s most efficient offline supermarkets. 

 

V. MARKET DYNAMICS: THE RAPID 

EXPANSION OF QUICK COMMERCE IN INDIA 

 

India’s QC market has expanded at a pace rarely seen 

in the retail sector. In 2021, the category was still 

emerging; by 2023, it had grown more than tenfold, 

reaching approximately three billion dollars in Gross 

Merchandise Value (GMV). Forecasts from Deloitte 

suggest that the market could scale to forty billion 

dollars by 2030, implying a compound annual growth 

rate of around forty-five percent. 

This extraordinary growth reflects a deep alignment 

between QC’s value proposition and the lived realities 

of urban India. The sector’s Total Addressable Market 

(TAM) has also broadened substantially. What began 

as a grocery-driven service is evolving into instant e-

commerce, covering categories such as home décor, 

toys, personal care, stationery, and electronics 

segments historically dominated by scheduled e-

commerce platforms. 

Moreover, QC is already nearly half the size of India’s 

online food delivery market and is expected to surpass 

it within the next few years. The model’s growth has 

benefitted from rising smartphone adoption, greater 

digital payment penetration, and increasing comfort 

with online shopping among Indian households. 

 

QC’s Superior Value Proposition 

Feature Kirana Quick Commerce 

SKUs 1,000–1,500 6,000+ 

AOV ₹100–200 ₹450–500 

Hours Limited 24/7 

Pricing MRP Discounts, offers 

Returns Informal Standardized 

 

 Why Consumers Adopt Quick Commerce 

The success of QC is not an accident; it reflects 

consumer needs that traditional retail models have 

long overlooked. In urban India, a majority of grocery 

spending is unplanned. Households, especially in 

metros, often have limited kitchen storage space, 

leading to frequent top-up purchases. Combined with 

long work hours, traffic congestion, inadequate 

parking, and crowded stores, even a quick trip to buy 

milk or vegetables becomes an inconvenience. 

While neighbourhood kiranas have long served this 

need, they come with limitations. Their assortments 

are restricted by space and working capital constraints. 

Prices are often fixed at the Maximum Retail Price. 

Service quality varies, and operating hours are limited. 

In contrast, QC platforms offer a broader assortment, 

competitive pricing enabled by direct sourcing, 

consistent service standards, and reliable availability 

at all hours. 

Consumers surveyed overwhelmingly cite 

convenience as the primary driver for choosing QC, 

followed by variety and transparent pricing. Over 

time, average order values on QC platforms have also 

risen from around ₹350 in early years to ₹450–₹500 

today reflecting increased consumer reliance. 

After an initial period marked by aggressive 

discounting and high cash burn, the QC sector has 

progressed into a phase of disciplined growth. 

Improvements in average order values, better sourcing 

margins achieved through direct relationships with 

manufacturers, and the rise of newer revenue streams 

such as advertising have significantly strengthened 

unit economics. 

Brands now pay QC platforms for premium visibility 

and targeted promotions, contributing three to four 

percent of GMV as additional revenue. Platforms have 

also introduced delivery fees, handling charges, and 

platform fees, creating a diversified revenue mix. 

On the cost side, improvements in route optimization, 

storage efficiency, and standardized processes have 

reduced per-order operational costs. Corporate 

overheads now spread over a larger volume of orders, 

enhancing profitability. As a result, leading platforms 

like Blinkit and Zepto have publicly announced 

timelines for achieving EBITDA positivity, reflecting 

the sector’s growing financial health. 

 

VI. COMPETITIVE LANDSCAPE: THE 

FORMATION OF A FOUR-PLAYER OLIGOPOLY 

 

The QC market, once crowded with more than ten 

competitors, has consolidated into a stable oligopoly 

dominated by four platforms: Blinkit, Swiggy 

Instamart, Zepto, and BB Now. This consolidation has 

reduced irrational price wars and created a more 

sustainable competitive environment. 

Blinkit holds the largest share and has expanded 

rapidly following its acquisition by Zomato, benefiting 

from shared technology, logistics, and procurement 
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infrastructure. Instamart, integrated within Swiggy’s 

super-app, leverages cross-selling and a unified 

delivery fleet to maintain strong market presence. 

Zepto, the only pure-play QC startup at scale, has 

distinguished itself through operational discipline and 

brand positioning centred on ten-minute delivery. BB 

Now, supported by Tata-owned Bigbasket, remains 

focused on grocery and leverages the deep supply 

chain capabilities of its parent company. 

Each platform maintains a distinct strategic identity, 

and together they have reshaped how urban India 

purchases everyday goods. 

 

Quick Commerce as a Growth Engine for Consumer 

Brands 

As QC platforms scale, they have become crucial 

distribution partners for both large consumer packaged 

goods (CPG) firms and emerging direct-to-consumer 

(D2C) brands. QC already contributes a meaningful 

share of revenues for companies such as Hindustan 

Unilever and Dabur, particularly in categories like ice 

cream and beverages. 

The value for brands extends beyond sales volumes. 

QC platforms provide real-time, hyperlocal data on 

purchasing behaviour insights nearly impossible to 

obtain from traditional retail channels. For D2C 

brands, QC offers instant reach, lower customer 

acquisition costs, and immediate exposure to a large, 

digitally active consumer base. 

 

VII. RISKS AND CHALLENGES 

 

Despite its upward trajectory, QC faces significant 

headwinds. Dark store operations are complex and 

vulnerable to inefficiencies. Inventory losses in fresh 

categories can reach substantial levels. Expanding into 

Tier-2 and Tier-3 cities poses challenges related to 

lower order frequency and smaller basket sizes, which 

can disrupt established unit economics. 

Financial pressures remain, particularly during 

expansion phases when customer acquisition costs 

surge. Meanwhile, B2B wholesale platforms are 

empowering kirana stores through digital procurement 

and enhanced capabilities, potentially intensifying 

competition. 

VIII. CONCLUSION 

 

Quick Commerce has transformed from a novel idea 

into a powerful force reshaping India’s retail 

landscape. Its foundation, built on the operational 

precision of dark stores and a deep understanding of 

urban consumer behaviour, has unlocked new 

possibilities for instant shopping. As the sector 

matures, it is evolving into a broader instant e-

commerce model that goes far beyond groceries. 

While challenges persist, the long-term trajectory of 

QC remains strong. It is poised to become a central 

pillar of India’s retail infrastructure, redefining 

consumer expectations and reshaping how brands 

engage with their markets. In doing so, QC represents 

one of the most significant retail innovations of 

modern India. 

REFERENCES 

 

[1] Bain & Company. (2024). India retail outlook: 

The next wave of quick commerce. 

[2] Economic Times. (2023). Zepto becomes 

India’s first unicorn of 2023 with $200 million 

fundraise. 

[3] Entrackr. (2024). Zepto financials and quick 

commerce dark store expansion analysis. 

[4] Inc42. (2024). India’s quick commerce industry 

to reach $5.4 billion in 2025. 

[5] McKinsey & Company. (2023). The rise of 

micro-fulfillment and instant delivery models. 

[6] Redseer Strategy Consultants. (2024). Quick 

commerce market update report. 

[7] Swiggy. (2024). Swiggy annual report: 

Instamart operational performance. 

[8] TechCrunch. (2023). Zepto raises $200M at 

$1.4B valuation. 

[9] Zomato. (2024). Zomato annual report: Blinkit 

performance and financials 


